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The UN Global Compact-Accenture CEO Study 2010 encompasses one-to-one 
interviews with 50 CEOs, and a survey of a further 766, to give an authentic view 
of leading CEOs on sustainability worldwide

UN Global Compact-Accenture CEO Study 2010
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93% of CEOs believe that sustainability issues will be critical to the future 
success of their business – but this varies by region…

How important are sustainability issues to the future success of your business?

Respondents answering ‘Important’ or ‘Very important’
%

Very Important Important

Middle East & 
North Africa

79%22% 57%

North America 90%59% 31%

19%

Asia 98%57% 41%

Overall 93%54% 39%

Europe 93%48% 45%

Africa 97%60% 37%

Latin America 97%78%

Source:  United Nations Global Compact-Accenture CEO Study 2010 (based on 766 completed responses)
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….and varies significantly by industry, with Automotive, Consumer Goods and 
Banking at the top, and Communications at the bottom 

How important are sustainability issues to the future success of your business?

Respondents answering ‘Important’ or ‘Very important’
%

87%31% 56%

Health & Life Sciences 92%50% 42%

Utilities 92%68% 24%

Professional Services 93%51% 42%

Energy 94%68% 26%

Metals & Mining 96%62% 34%

Banking 97%68% 29%

Consumer Goods & Services 98%

Very Important Important

Communications 81%22% 59%

Media & Entertainment

63%

84%

Automotive 100%62% 38%

Overall

35%

54% 39%

67% 17%

Electronics & High Tech

93%

Source:  United Nations Global Compact-Accenture CEO Study 2010 (based on 766 completed responses)
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Are you incorporating environmental, social and corporate governance issues into your company’s core 
strategy less or more than five years ago?

Overall
%

70% of CEOs reported that they are integrating ESG issues into their core 
business strategy ‘more’ or ‘much more’ than five years ago

Source:  United Nations Global Compact-Accenture CEO Study 2010 (based on 766 completed responses)
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Utilities, Energy and Banking in particular show a sharp increase in activity, 
while Metals & Mining and Communications trail the pack

Source:  United Nations Global Compact-Accenture CEO Study 2010 (based on 766 completed responses)

Are you incorporating environmental, social and corporate governance issues into your company’s core 
strategy less or more than five years ago?

Respondents answering ‘Much more’ or ‘Somewhat more’
%

Communications

Metals & Mining

Consumer Goods & Services

Professional Services

Electronics & High Tech

Banking

Energy

Utilities

Overall
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CEOs believe re-establishing trust is the immediate motivating factor, and the 
battle for trust is an increasingly mainstream business concern

Employee engagement 
and recruitment 

Consumer/customer demand 

Personal motivation 

Potential for revenue 
growth/cost reduction 

Brand, trust and reputation 

72% of CEOs identify brand, trust and reputation as a critical factor driving them to take action on sustainability 
issues

Which factors have driven you, as a CEO, to take action on sustainability issues? 

Source:  United Nations Global Compact-Accenture CEO Study 2010 (based on 766 completed responses)
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Education and climate change are top-of-mind for CEOs as the sustainability 
issues most critical to the future success of their businesses

72% of CEOs see education as the global development challenge most critical to the future success of their 
business – climate change is second with 66%

Child mortality and 
maternal health 

HIV/AIDS and other 
diseases 

None of the above

Food security and hunger 

Access to clean water 
and sanitation

Diversity and 
gender equality 

Poverty 

Climate change 

Education 

Which of the following global development issues are the most critical to address for the future success of your business?

Source:  United Nations Global Compact-Accenture CEO Study 2010 (based on 766 completed responses)
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Over the next five years, which stakeholder groups do you believe will have the greatest impact on the way you manage societal expectations?

CEOs expect consumers (as well as governments and B2B customers) to drive 
business action on sustainability over the next five years

Regulators 

Communities 

Governments 

Employees 

Consumers 

2007

2010

58% of CEOs believe that consumers will be the most important stakeholder in driving their approach to 
sustainability over the next five years

Source:  United Nations Global Compact-Accenture CEO Study 2010 (based on 766 completed responses)

58%
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CEOs believe technology and innovation will play a vital role in embedding and 
enabling sustainability in their businesses

91% of CEOs believe they will employ new technologies to address sustainability issues over the next five years

Employ new technologies to 
address sustainability 

Adopt new business models 
and practices in emerging 

market

Pursue business opportunities 
in addressing the impacts of 

climate change

Take increased action to 
address climate change issues 

in our business operations

Over the next five years, my company will:

Source:  United Nations Global Compact-Accenture CEO Study 2010 (based on 766 completed responses)
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80% of CEOs believe that a ‘tipping point’ – where sustainability is fully 
embedded into core business – could be achieved within 10-15 years

How long do you think it will take to reach the point where sustainability is embedded within the core business 
strategies of the majority of companies globally?

Source:  United Nations Global Compact-Accenture CEO Study 2010 (based on 766 completed responses)
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However, CEOs see significant challenges in moving from strategy to execution, 
with complexity of integration the most commonly cited barrier…

Which barriers keep you, as a CEO, from implementing an integrated and strategic company-wide approach to 
environmental, social and corporate governance issues?

Respondents identifying each factor in their top three choices
%

Lack of an effective communications infrastructure 

Lack of skills/knowledge of middle-senior management

Failure to recognize a link to value drivers 

Difficulty in engaging with external groups 

Differing definitions of corporate social responsibility 

Lack of recognition from the financial markets 

Competing strategic priorities 

Complexity of implementing strategy across functions 

2007

2010

Source:  United Nations Global Compact-Accenture CEO Study 2010 (based on 766 completed responses)
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…and report ‘performance gaps’ within their own organisations, particularly in 
integrating sustainability through supply chains and subsidiaries

Companies should embed these issues throughout their 
global supply chain

These issues should be fully embedded into the strategy 
and operations of subsidiaries 

Companies should include sustainability objectives in 
employee performance assessment 

Companies should invest in enhanced training of managers 
to integrate sustainability into strategy and operations

Companies should incorporate these issues into discussions 
with financial analysts

Companies should embed metrics to track performance 
against sustainability objectives

Companies should measure both positive and negative 
impacts of their activities on sustainability outcomes

Boards should discuss and act on these issues

These issues should be fully embedded into the strategy 
and operations of a company

Companies should engage in industry collaborations and 
multi-stakeholder partnerships to address development 

goals

15%

21%

14%

32%

34%

24%

27%

26%

20%

18%

What companies actually do

What companies say they should do

To what extent do you agree with the following statements?
Respondents answering ‘Strongly Agree’ or ‘Agree’
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‘A New Era of Sustainability’: Seven Themes

 Leading CEOs are beginning to view sustainability through a ‘growth 
lens’: how to grow through sustainable products and services, and how 
to differentiate brands based on sustainability.

1.  Growth

3.  Capabilities
 CEOs believe that education and training will be critical in developing 

the knowledge, skills and attitudes to manage sustainability as part of 
core strategy and operations.

4.  Performance
 Business leaders recognise that new performance management 

capabilities and metrics will be required to drive performance 
improvement.

2.  Trust
 The battle for trust is an increasingly mainstream business concern, as 

companies appreciate the need to open new conversations regarding 
the role of business in society.

5.  Valuation
 CEOs see a lack of understanding of sustainability on the part of 

investors – but investors believe that companies need to communicate 
linkages between sustainability performance and business value.

6.  Collaboration
 CEOs believe that collaboration and partnerships, both with suppliers 

and with other stakeholders (e.g. NGOs), will be crucial in delivering 
societal outcomes.

7. Business Models
 Sustainability is beginning to disrupt traditional business models, 

creating challenges and opportunities in forging new models (e.g. cradle-
to-cradle design and closed-loop systems).

Source:  United Nations Global Compact-Accenture CEO Study 2010



In order to make further progress and accelerate a tipping point, CEOs see a 
number of business actions necessary to put the right conditions in place

1. CONSUMERS - Actively shaping 
consumer and customer awareness, 

attitudes and  needs

2. EDUCATION - Generating new 
knowledge, skills and mindsets for 

sustainable development

3. INVESTORS - Leading the creation 
of an investment environment more 
favourable to sustainable business

4. PERFORMANCE - Embedding new 
concepts of value and performance at 
the organizational & individual levels

5. REGULATION - Creating a clearer 
and more positive regulatory 

environment

CEOs see the need to increase the provision of 
consumer information and set clear standards for 
measurement of environmental impacts.

CEOs also recognize the need to engender the right 
knowledge, skills and mindsets in their managers 
and future leaders, as well as working with business 
schools and universities.

CEOs believe that they need to be more proactive in 
engaging with investors to ensure that the value of 
sustainability activities can be demonstrated.

Businesses will need to measure both positive and 
negative impacts of business on society, embed 
sustainability in performance frameworks, and 
articulate the value of business in society.

To avoid unintended consequences of regulation and 
build trust, businesses should adopt a more 
proactive and collaborative approach with 
governments.
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Further Information

To download the UN Global Compact – Accenture CEO Study report; the 
benchmark diagnostic; or the launch video visit: 

www.accenture.com/sustainability

For more information, please contact Robert McNamara (robert.p.mcnamara@accenture.com)
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